Alcohol mortality: a comparison of spatial clustering methods.
The identification of spatial clusters of alcohol mortality can be a key tool in identifying locations that are suffering from alcohol-related problems or are at risk of experiencing those types of problems. This study compares two methods for identifying statistically significant spatial clusters of county-level alcohol mortality rates in New York. One method utilizes a local indicator of spatial association to determine which groups of neighboring counties have rates that are significantly related to each other. The other method is a spatial scan technique that calculates a maximum likelihood ratio of cases relative to the underlying population to identify the group of counties that rejects the null hypothesis of "no clustering". The results show that because each technique bases its cluster detection on its own criteria, different counties are selected by each method. However, the overlap of the selections indicates that the two analytic methods illustrate different elements of the same clusters. Consequently, these spatial analytic techniques are seen as complimentary and are best used in tandem rather than individually. These findings suggest that multiple methods are a preferred approach to identifying clusters of alcohol-related mortality at the county level.